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My phone battery was at 7 percent and my dress was too small for me.


I resisted the urge to tug at the red sheath clinging to my butt and panic about the battery thing. Concentrate on the task at hand.


My eyes skimmed the crowd.


The homecoming dance may have been in the gym, but the dance committee had managed to transform it into something pretty dreamy. Metallic streamers were draped across the room, past the basketball hoops and framed jerseys, and silver balloons obscured the bleachers. Darkness shrouded everything else, the only illumination coming from flashing rainbow-colored lights. Every inch of the gleaming gym floor was already taken up by dancing bodies.


I spotted Priscilla—a vision in ice blue—one second before the lights shut off in the gym, and a few comical screams pierced the air. Everyone shifted excitedly in their formal wear, reveling in that perverse thrill edging on true fear.


But we weren’t in the dark for long. Bright spotlights lit up the middle of the dance floor and Principal Barrett stood under them with a grin pasted on his face—his bushy eyebrows meeting his glasses, his suit baggy and misshapen.


Cypress Hill’s “Insane in the Brain” started blasting, the lights started to strobe, and Principal Barrett moved his body in a bizarre way, arms lifted to chest level, feet shuffling in sync.


Oh my god. He was dancing.


The laughter in the gym was not kind. Goofy principals actually existed outside of bad teen movies? I didn’t know why I was surprised, though. Everything about the past week had felt like a bad teen movie.


The music faded blessedly into the background.


“And now for the moment you’ve all been waiting for!” Principal Barrett bellowed.


“Kill yourself!” someone yelled back.


Everyone laughed. These freaking people.


Principal Barrett ignored the jeer bravely. “The announcement of homecoming king and queen!”


A current of excitement shot through the gym. Someone squealed in genuine excitement next to me.


I looked at Priscilla with those Shirley Temple ringlets—shiny and black and perfect. They brushed her shoulders bared by the strapless satin gown. A dusting of glitter on her skin made her sparkle. She was painfully pretty—a literal teen dream.


She caught me staring and made a face. “Take a picture, it’ll last longer.”


My smile turned into an unamused line. “I was noticing the concealer coming off your zit.”


Her hand flew up to her chin. The microphone squawked and we both turned our attentions to Principal Barrett again.


Everything hinged on this one moment. Then this David Lynch fever dream of a week would be over. Hopefully.


I was ready to go home.


We reached for each other’s hands at the same time.


And I waited to hear if my mother would be crowned homecoming queen.
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There’s this story that my mom loves to tell, about the day I was born. That year, Los Angeles was in the middle of a record-breaking drought. But when her water broke—“I swear to god, Samantha, I’m not lying”—the skies opened up and started pouring rain.


A decade-long drought was over in one day—that’s how powerful the storm was. And when I was born eleven hours later, the power had gone out in the hospital, and her first look at my face was by the harsh light of a nurse’s cell phone.


When I was little, this story made me feel special. Like my birth was a miracle, so much so that the natural world veered off course to welcome me in this spectacular way. And it was easy to feel special when I was small—when my mom’s world revolved around me, shaping me into the best human I could be.


But as that changed, so did my perception of this birth story. Was it actually a way of telling me that I was a perpetual pain in the ass, from the second I was born?




SAMANTHA, WHERE ARE YOU?





A raindrop fell on my cell phone screen, obscuring the aggressive text from my mom. I looked up at the darkening sky just in time to see a flash of lightning.


“Shit-shit-shit.” I slipped my phone into the pocket of my electric-blue knit dress and started to run from my car to the front steps of Oakwood Country Club. The drops immediately turned into a true downpour, and, within seconds, I was completely soaked. When I finally reached the covered entrance of the country club, my socks squished in my Docs. Guess they weren’t actually waterproof. And my dress was a splotchy freak show—wet spots transforming the stretchy material into a piece of abstract art. Yeah, I was looking pretty sharp for my country club interview.


The things I’d rather do than go to a country club interview:




1)Eat glass


2)Dig a ditch


3)Argue with a white person about “All Lives Matter”





The rain came down in sheets as I squeezed water out of my hair. My phone buzzed again.




YOU BETTER BE ON YOUR WAY.





Again, I ignored the text. I didn’t respond to all-caps texts from anyone but my best friend, Val, and only if it was because they were sending me a thirsty gif that needed my immediate attention. Also, there was something about the way my mom refused to ever use an exclamation point in texts, even when in all caps, that was a stealth power move. Not showing enthusiasm was my mom’s tactic of keeping people in her life in check. So, no, I wasn’t going to scramble to respond to her. Besides, I wasn’t technically late for the interview. Mom just had zero chill.


I watched two luxury SUVs almost collide into each other in the parking lot. One of the drivers threw up his hands in exasperation, the windows fogged up with heat. As one car passed the other wildly, its tires created a giant wave of water that doused a woman running across the lot. She looked utterly shocked as she scrambled toward her own car.


The drama. On instinct, I pulled out my phone and started a voice note.




Hi, Halmoni.


Have you ever noticed that when it rains in Los Angeles, reality shifts?


Like, sunny pastel buildings suddenly look dirty—stains showing up against hideous stucco walls. Flowers that haven’t existed for years bloom in the cracks of the center divider on freeways. You completely forget how to drive. What is driving? Water is touching my car!





A little boy with neatly cut dark hair pushed the country club doors open and bolted out, releasing a peal of laughter at the sight of the rain—a true rarity here in the fall. His parents tugged him back as he bolted straight toward it, hands reaching out eagerly.




There’s also a part of it that’s magical, right? We don’t get real weather here. So, when we’re reminded of these forces beyond our control—it feels otherworldly.





As if to punctuate that point, another flash of lightning lit up the sky. My body tensed as I waited for the rumble to come. And when it did, I felt it through my entire body—a roll of thunder that rattled my bones.


Where was I even going with this? It was a habit I picked up a couple years ago—narrating dumb stuff I was thinking for my grandma, who loved listening to the voice notes I sent as if they were her own personal podcast.




When it rains here, you can kind of believe in something bigger than you. The possibility of something divine that could change your life in the time it takes for a crack of lightning to flash through the sky.





I stopped recording and pushed the doors open, the brass handles aged with a nice patina. Whatever genius revelation I was about to have evaporated as I walked into the lobby of Oakwood Country Club, across its plush, dark-green carpets, past a giant arrangement of fragrant lilies.


Each step I took toward my parents was punctuated by a squish.


Squish-squish. Squish.


“Hey.”


My parents turned at the sound of my voice. My mom registered my bedraggled state—eyes sweeping over me from head to toe. “Oh my god.”


I tried to smile. “Look, I’m on time!”


My dad looked baffled. “How in the world … ?” He waved his hand in the general direction of my ruined clothing. The image that my parents wanted me to project for this interview, I’m sure.


My mother, on the other hand, looked her part. A Burberry trench coat was cinched at her waist, a dusty rose skirt peeking out from the bottom. Her long, dark hair was perfectly blown out and balayaged. A raindrop wouldn’t have dared to come within four feet of her.


“You knew the interview was today, what were you thinking?”


My mouth dropped open. “What? As if I could have predicted a downpour the second I parked the car?”


“Well, gosh, Samantha, there’s this thing called the weather report.” Mom was what businesswomen in Nora Ephron movies were like—acerbic. She had that quick wit and a sharpness that always cut to the bone.


I waved my hand through the air. “Who even checks that in LA? It’s either you wear a sweatshirt or not.”


Mom pinched the bridge of her nose. “Where were you after school?”


“I was helping Curren with his film for NYU.”


My parents exchanged glances. Lickety-split, but I still saw it. They didn’t hate my boyfriend, but they didn’t love him.


“You spend so much time helping this guy with his college stuff,” my mom said, her mouth set into a line. “Are you even getting anywhere with your own applications?”


This subject being brought up here of all places made my eye twitch. “Mom, I’m fine.”


“What’s ‘fine’ mean? You want to be on top of this so you’re not scrambling to get it all done!” Mom’s voice was raised and she glanced around, aware of her ruffled feathers.


“I’m not going to scramble.” I dabbed under my eyes with my fingers, hoping to catch some mascara streaks.


“True, you’re not a scrambler.”


I let out a short laugh and my mom shook her head.


“My true dying wish would be for you to prioritize something important like this opportunity over helping your boyfriend.”


The word “important” pinged against the walls of my skull as an elderly couple walked by us in matching pastel windbreakers. I gazed at the pale pink wallpaper, the floral-print curtains.


I couldn’t help blurting out, “I just … why is this so important? I don’t understand why I have to be here.” My dad lurched away from us, suddenly fascinated by a watercolor painting of a French café hanging on the wall.


Mom drew close and pushed a strand of my damp hair behind my ear. “Because. They want to know our entire family. And, if we become members, you might have a place here for yourself in the future.”


Sometimes I felt like I was on a hidden-camera TV show. Like, the time when my mother acted like joining a country club was a legacy she should proudly pass onto her daughter.


“What?” I asked, the word sounding stupid to my own ears. “Is this a … thing … that I’m supposed to want?”


But before my mom could respond, a white guy with a deep tan and a soft chin approached us. “Hi, are you all the Kang family?” he asked, glancing down at a clipboard.


Mom’s face instantly transformed from irritated to sparkling. Her brow smoothed out, her eyes widened, and her smile was dazzling. “Yes, we are! I’m Mrs. Kang. But please call me Priscilla.” She held out her hand and the guy took it eagerly, his face blushing a bit. When my mom turned on the charm, most men turned into sweaty, flushed pervos.


“Great! I’m Tate Green, the director of new memberships here. We can sit over in the great room for the interview.”


He walked us over to a set of lemon-yellow striped sofas by a large picture window overlooking the golf course. We sat down on a long sofa and Tate took the armchair across from us.


Tate glanced down at his clipboard. “Well, let’s just see here … Dr. Kang, you work at Valley View Hospital?”


My dad nodded. “Sure do.” He was relaxed, his right foot propped over his left knee. In his navy suit and tortoise-shell eyeglasses, he and my mom looked like an attractive, wealthy Asian couple in a BMW commercial. The American Dream realized.


“And how long have you been a surgeon there?”


While they talked, I stared at Tate. I mean, how long does one need to be a brain surgeon before they were allowed in these hallowed, green-carpeted halls? He seemed to feel my gaze on him and shifted uncomfortably a few times, glancing at me every once in a while.


When he looked at his clipboard again, presumably to ask my mother what her LSAT scores were, I interrupted. “I have a question about Oakwood, Tate.”


My parents’ heads swiveled toward me, but I ignored them, leaning forward, a stream of water dripping off my collarbone and into my lap. I patted at it, absent-mindedly. “When did Oakwood Country Club have its first POC member?”


Without even looking at her, I could feel my mom’s soul leave her body.


Tate blinked. “Oh. Um, POC …”


“Person of color.”


He blinked again. “Yes, yeah, I knew that. Well, um, I wouldn’t know off the top of my head …”


My mom’s voice cut through his stammering. “Tate, what are your summer activities for teens?” She not so subtly placed a firm hand on my knee.


The relief was palpable when Tate straightened up and said, “We have several to choose from. Camps for golf, tennis, swim, and even arts and crafts. Is Samantha interested in any of those activities?”


I smiled blandly. “I’m graduating high school this spring. So, you will probably never see me again, Tater.”


My mom let out a peal of musical laughter. “Samantha’s the comedian of our family. We’re very excited and proud of her for graduating.”


Tate looked down at his file again. “Will she be joining her brother, Julian, at … oh, well, at Yale?” He grinned, an unspoken “Good for you” relayed to my parents. Their smiles were wide, but I could tell they were a little forced.


Never in one million years would I ever get into Yale. Or UCLA. Or a state school with a party reputation that guaranteed an STD your freshman year.


Unlike my brother, Julian, whose childhood as a literal genius put him on a path of studying some kind of sciencey thing so niche that he was featured in the New York Times, I was a solid B- student who had to take summer school so that I could raise my GPA every year.


While they chatted about Julian’s excellence some more, I stared out the window and had to squint against the blinding green of the grassy grounds.


“Samantha.”


My mom’s voice shook me out of my grass fugue state. “Tate wants to know about your activities at school.” There was a hint of a plea in her voice—like, “Please act normal.”


My activities. My mom knew I wasn’t involved in any clubs or sports or anything. I threw her a look.


“Well, I go to class. Talk to friends. Eat lunch. Go to class again.”


Nervous laughter all around. Tate scribbled something down on his clipboard, nodding his head. “Haha. Funny. So, are there hobbies or things you’re interested in?”


I had agreed to this because it seemed to matter to my mom, and I didn’t want to get into a fight. But this was really pushing it. What absolutely killed me, though, was that, yeah, if I weren’t being interviewed by some preppy reject from a John Hughes movie, I could talk about the things I enjoyed. Like, genuinely. Movies, books, podcasts. That absurdly long article in the New Yorker about the history of bananas.


But that wasn’t what Tater wanted to hear. Or my parents. They had tunnel vision—only seeing what they understood.


The green grass blinded me. “Yeah, I have interests. Like the climate.”


The smile never left his face, but his body shrank back with trepidation. “Wonderful.”


“Yeah, so that leads me to another question. Does Oakwood use greywater for its irrigation?”


Dismay crossed poor Tate’s face. Before he could stammer out yet another non-answer, my mom looked at me with a deceptively serene expression. “Samantha, I know you’re a budding activist”—what?—“but we’re the ones being interviewed right now, so let’s pull back a bit, okay?” The words were said lightly, good humor running beneath them. But I knew my mom was gonna straight-up murder me after this unless I smoothed it all over.


So, I smiled in response, knowing how to ease the room. “Haha. Sure. Just something to consider since I know that California has statewide water restrictions on golf courses and your lawns look incredibly green.” Everyone held their breaths. “Anyway, I’ve really been into body-boarding lately.”


The collective exhale from that room could have levitated the entire country club to the moon.
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The TV was blasting in the family room while my parents made dinner that evening. I could hear snippets of the local news when I walked into the kitchen after my shower.


“… the most rain Los Angeles has seen in decades … the last time LA had a storm this large was in 1995, when several people died in disastrous mudslides and flooding.”


Mom had her back to me, searing salmon on the stove, the sizzle loud and satisfying. My dad was chopping some fennel on the island when he looked up at me, shooting me a grim look. A bit of a warning about Mom’s mood, I would guess.


I padded over to a cupboard and grabbed a mug, filling it with tap water before popping it into the microwave.


“Why don’t you use the kettle?” Mom pressed down on the salmon fillet with her spatula.


The cold marble countertop dug into my backside as I leaned against it. “Mother. How many times do I have to tell you that microwaves don’t cause cancer? Don’t listen to that bing-bong juice lady.”


She cracked a smile then waved the spatula at me. “Gwyneth likes her.”


“If Gwyneth told you to put a jade egg in your—”


“Sam!” my dad yelled.


Mom and I started laughing and I was pleased. Getting my mom to laugh had been a hard task lately. A beat of silence passed before I said, “So, let it out.”


“Let what out?” Mom lowered the heat under the cast-iron skillet and turned on the range hood fan so that I had to raise my voice.


“I know you’re mad about the interview!”


She finally turned to look at me, wiping her hands on her pin-striped apron. “Listen, I’m not mad. Just—”


“Let me guess! Disappointed.”


“For the love of god, may I be allowed to finish?” Mom’s voice was testy.


“Okay.”


“Like I was saying. No, I’m not mad. But I wish you wouldn’t be so overwhelmingly obvious in not caring about something that I clearly do care about.”


The microwave beeped but I ignored it. “It’s a little hard for me to care about joining a country club. You must know how bizarre that is in this day and age.”


“I don’t know, actually.” Mom turned on the oven. “Not everyone is as judgmental as you, Samantha.”


I almost choked. The audacity of such a statement coming from her.


She continued, “Also, I felt sorry for that Tate kid with you asking all those inappropriate questions.”


I spun around to grab the mug from the microwave, still hot to the touch. “It’s only inappropriate to backwards-ass institutions like country clubs. Also, golf courses? Do you know how much water goes into maintaining those things in Southern California?”


Mom tossed the spatula into the sink. “While I’m ecstatic you’re showing concern about the environment—”


“Well, yeah. I don’t really have a choice, living here and all!” I interrupted.


“I can’t also help but wonder, why don’t you put that energy into joining the environmental club? It would be great on your college applications,” Mom said.


“You know, not everything in life has to be mined for the glory of college apps.” I reached for a chamomile tea bag to dunk into my mug. “Why can’t I just have an interest in something without it being used to turn me into a dutiful little consumer-driven citizen?”


Dad let out a low whistle. “That’s harsh, Sam.”


I flushed. “Sorry, I don’t mean—”


“To categorically insult us?” Mom asked, her voice steady.


An awkward silence settled in the kitchen. Dad busied himself with something in the fridge.


“I’m talking generally,” I said. “The world could use less consumerism.”


Mom laughed. “Okay. Well, enjoy that commune in the woods.”


“Mom. Easing off on consumerism doesn’t mean you become a doomsday prepper. There’s, like, an in-between there.”


Before she could answer, her phone buzzed, and she frowned down at it. “Why does this son of mine insist on texting questions that require an actual conversation?” she asked.


“Because he prefers machines to speak for him over any human interaction?” I asked dryly. Julian had truly thrived during lockdown like no one else on planet Earth.


She shook her head and tapped on her phone. The distinct digital jangling for FaceTime echoed in the kitchen.


“Hello?” Julian’s calm voice rang out.


Mom’s face broke out into a grin. “Julian! What exactly’s going on with your tuition for next semester?” The two of them chatted about something money related and I popped my head into frame, behind Mom, making a face.


Julian squinted at the screen. “Hi, Sam.”


“Hey, Julian,” I said, scanning his face. It was so strange to go from seeing someone every day of your life to every few weeks via a screen. Whenever I saw Julian now, he looked a little different. Like today he had a light shadow of stubble. Weird. And his cheeks were more hollowed out than usual. But the changes were always subtle—he was Julian, after all. The short and tidy haircut always remained the same, as did his dark, serious eyes set under straight, serious eyebrows. Julian was fated to meet a flighty, artistic love interest one day, since he was clearly playing the role of the uptight, handsome scientist who needed to live a little.


My face inspection was interrupted by a flash of something colorful in the background. “Is that … are you playing Breath of the Wild?” I asked.


The phone shook as Julian reached for something hastily. The screen in the background turned black. “Yes. I had a break from studying tonight.”


Julian acted like playing video games in his dorm room was the height of debauchery. Which was a bummer considering playing video games was the one overlap between us growing up. We never talked about our feelings, but we logged hundreds, maybe thousands, of hours playing games together. And because Julian couldn’t even have a casual hobby, his interest in video games didn’t just end with playing them. He became something of an antique video game collector—he owned all of the Nintendo consoles starting from the first Nintendo Entertainment System on. His old bedroom at home looked like a nostalgic shrine for former nerd Gen Xers.


Mom shot me a look. “Julian’s allowed to relax once in a while, Samantha.”


“I wasn’t criticizing him!” I exclaimed.


Julian let out a short laugh. “You’d be criticizing the way I’m playing. Can’t get past the Yiga Clan Hideout for some reason. My instinct is to blame the AI walk cycle, but I don’t think it’s that.”


I shook my head. “It’s not that complicated, dude. The Yiga Clan is just really hard. You can’t just explode your way out—it requires finesse. And being observant. You know this game teaches you how to beat it each time you lose.” Unsurprisingly, Julian over-analyzed video games, always taking them apart in his brain, dissecting what made everything work. “Took me an entire weekend of being holed up in my room to beat them.” I glanced at Mom. “You didn’t hear that, Mom. But isn’t it so fun? The story is so good and stays with you for days.”


“Being observant isn’t my strong suit,” Julian said.


Dad pushed between us to shove his face into view. “Hey, kid. How’s biochem going? As brutal as I remember?” I took a step back, literally pushed out of frame.


Julian’s answer was interrupted by a loud knock on the kitchen French doors. My aunt Grace was standing outside in a wet rain-coat. She waved when we made eye contact.


When I opened the door, the sound of the pouring rain filled the kitchen and Aunt Grace slipped inside, wiping her boots on the indoor mat. “Wow, this rain!” she exclaimed. “I literally saw a car wipe out on the 2 just now. This feels biblical.”


“Everyone’s acting like it’s the end times.” I took her coat from her. “I didn’t know you were coming over!”


She took off her boots and dropped her overnight bag on the floor. “I texted you!”


“What?” I checked my phone. It was dead. “Ugh, sorry. My phone battery lasts for like two hours these days. Even when it’s not on. How is that even possible?”


Mom made a tsk sound. “You still haven’t replaced it? Julian gave you that gift card.”


Julian’s disembodied voice asked, “You haven’t used that yet?”


“Hi, Julian,” Grace called out.


Dad held the phone out to face her. “Hi, Aunt Grace,” said Julian.


She waved and grinned. “Look at that five o’clock shadow. So manly.”


There was a beat of awkward silence and Julian didn’t respond right away. When he did, it was with a strained laugh. “Yes.”


But Aunt Grace answered smoothly, used to Julian. “Not that being manly matters. In any way at all. You do you.”


I laughed while Julian replied with a stuffy “Thank you.”


Mom took the phone back and wrapped up the FaceTime with Julian while Aunt Grace sniffed the air. “Mm, smells good in here. What’s cooking, gang?”


“Salmon and roasted fennel,” Dad said. “Did you bring any booze?”


Aunt Grace held up a canvas bag from a hipster wine shop on the east side. “Who do you think I am?” She walked over to put it in the fridge, landing a kiss on top of my head along the way. “It is so nice to be in this warm, dry suburban house.”


Mom took the wine and inspected the label. “We need to get your landlord to fix that leak of yours.”


Aunt Grace swiped a piece of bread off the counter and popped it into her mouth. “Might be time to use your lawyer flex to scare the cheap ass.”


Mom shook her head and moved the bowl of sliced bread farther away from Aunt Grace’s grasp. “Don’t worry, I’ve already started drafting a letter. But I actually wish you’d just move out of that place already. You’re probably being poisoned by black mold.”


“Unni, not everyone can just up and leave their homes in LA,” Aunt Grace said with a sigh. “The location is bananas, and I’ll never find another rent-controlled place in Silver Lake for that price.”


“Maybe it’s time for a new job, too, then?” my mom hinted, turning to check on the salmon.


Aunt Grace slid into a stool at the kitchen island and ran a hand through her shoulder-length, bleached-blond hair. She was wearing giant neon-green hoops in her ears, an unexpected complement to her plum jumpsuit. “Before we have this conversation for the thousandth time, may I please be drunk?”


Mom was eleven years older than Aunt Grace and acted more like her mom than her older sister. The fact that they were almost opposite humans made the contrast sharper. In addition to her general hipness, Aunt Grace worked as a web designer for a women’s shelter. Not that Mom wasn’t charitable, but she sure as hell wouldn’t be caught dead working for a nonprofit, living paycheck to paycheck.


It was a sore subject. Aunt Grace and I understood each other.


“Sam, can you put these in the oven for me?” Dad asked loudly, cutting the dreaded job discussion short.


I took the tray of fennel. “Hey, Aunt Grace. What do you think of country clubs?”


Both my parents groaned. I shot them defensive looks. “What?”


Aunt Grace took a sip of wine before answering. “Who even thinks about country clubs today?”


I closed the oven with triumphant finality. “Ha! There you go.”


“A little unfair, don’t you think, Sam?” Dad’s tone registered a warning as he poured a glass of wine. He handed it to my mom, who set it down on the counter, her posture tense. She always got pulled a little tighter when Aunt Grace and I hung out.


“Why? What’s this about?” Aunt Grace asked.


The kitchen filled with the pleasant scent of olive oil and caramelizing fennel. Mom started washing some pans in the sink and the sound was loud and disruptive. “We had an interview at Oakwood today. And surprise! Samantha doesn’t approve of us trying to become members.”


Aunt Grace met my eyes, and a silent message was exchanged. Ew. But then she leaned forward on the counter and looked at her wine glass thoughtfully. “You know what? I remember that country club. Your best friend had her sweet sixteen party there, right? What was that bitch’s name?”


I choked. “OMG.”


“Sorry.” Aunt Grace grinned, not sorry at all. “But you had that terrible friend …”


“Deidre Buchanan,” Mom said with a reluctant laugh. “And yeah, she had her party there.”


“Sweet Sixteen?” I cringed. “Truly, you guys lived in wild times.”


“Yeah, it was great growing up as a little lesbian then,” Aunt Grace said with a scoff. “Country clubs and cotillions and me with my crush on Adela Brixton.”


Mom smiled. “Oh, I forgot about her.”


“I never did.” Aunt Grace pretended to swoon. “That ponytail drove me wild.”


Dad cleared his throat. “All right, I’m gonna go upstairs and change for dinner.”


Aunt Grace patted his arm as he walked by her. “Yes, better have your valet put on your dinner tux.”


He gave her a playful poke in the head. “Brat.”


“Tell me more about Adela Brixton,” I said, settling into a stool and taking a sip of my tea.


“Oh, Adela. She was softball captain and a teen dream.”


I laughed. “Wow, you really had a type early on.”


Aunt Grace’s wine glass scraped on the marble counter when she set it down. “I did.” Aunt Grace waggled her eyebrows at me. “Anyway, Adela was the one who got away.”


I grinned. “I love your high school stories.”


“Hey.” Aunt Grace pointed her wine glass at me. “Don’t go telling this story to Halmoni. On one of your voice notes to her.”


The grin slid off my face. My mom looked between us. “What voice notes?”


“How do you know about those?” I asked, ignoring Mom.


“She was listening to one when I went over the other day.” Aunt Grace paused, her brow furrowed with concern. “I didn’t really hear anything if you’re worried about that.”


I shook my head. “No, it’s fine. But yeah, it’s … they’re private messages.”


“What notes?” Mom asked, exasperated.


“It’s nothing,” I said, running my finger over the rim of my mug. “Just—messages I send her so she can listen later.”


“Why can’t you just call her?” Mom asked. There was an edge to her voice.


“I do call her,” I said. “This is just for fun. Halmoni likes it.”


Was Mom actually curious about what I had to say?


She held up her hands as the timer went off. “Well, if it’s another deep dive into the history of bananas, glad Halmoni’s the recipient and not me.”


Well, there you go.


Aunt Grace downed the rest of her wine. “How are things with Curren?” she asked, eager to change the subject.


Mom opened the oven and removed the baking sheet filled with fennel, making a ton of annoying clanging metal noises in the process. Subtle.


“He’s good,” I said. “We’re almost done with his movie!”


“Oh, rad! Will I get to watch it one day? Aren’t you the star?” Aunt Grace teased.


I dunked a piece of bread into my tea like a monster. “‘Star’ is a stretch.”


“You’ve helped him so much, you should be co-director,” Mom said while transferring the fennel to a platter.


“I didn’t help that much.”


When I reached for a piece of fennel, Mom slapped my hand away. “You practically spent your whole summer working on that movie instead of …” She trailed off.


“Instead of what?” I asked, managing to grab a piece of fennel.


Mom took a breath. She was probably having to do a mindfulness exercise just to talk to me right now. “I think you could have focused on something for yourself. Something that could add to your college applications, not just Curren’s.”


Everything always came back to this. I sighed. “Well, I guess I just had a fun summer, instead. Terrible.”


Comically—cosmically—a roll of thunder shook the house. We all looked up at the ceiling for a second, and when I looked back at Mom, she recalibrated. Her irritation gone, her expression neutral. She had an uncanny knack for that—letting unpleasant things slide off of her like organic, cold-pressed coconut oil, never breaking the perfect facade. “Dinner’s ready.”


I slid off the stool and started to set the table. And I was hit with a startling sensation. For the first time ever, I was looking forward to the day when there would be one less place setting there.
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Everyone was wearing pajamas at school the next day.


I opened my locker as a girl in a fuzzy lavender onesie walked by me, so casual. Michelle wasn’t playing around. It was homecoming month at our school, which meant there was some sort of embarrassing themed activity every week. Apparently, today was Pajama Day.


“Hey, Sam,” Michelle said with a wave. I waved back, hiding my horror. Her wave drooped when she registered my normal clothes.


“Love a onesie,” I said, to make her feel less self-conscious.


She beamed. “Right?” There was a bounce to her step as she continued down the hall.


Someone else’s accusatory voice asked, “Where are your PJs?”


I peered around my locker. My best friend, Val Caron-Le, was leaning against the row of lockers like a teen heartthrob—a silky eye mask pushed up on their curly brown hair.


“Wow, are you actually showing school spirit?” I asked. Val was not the type, but also, no one but the government kids really cared about homecoming all that much. Michelle-in-the-onesie was an outlier, for sure.


No one really cared about what anyone did at our school. If there ever was a post-high-school-bullshit era of socialization, our school was it. A social hierarchy just couldn’t exist in this chaos. North Foothill was a racially diverse suburb of LA where everyone came from everywhere and everything was just kind of matter-of-factly accepted. Like if someone tried to Regina George–bully someone because of not having enough money or something, they’d get the crap kicked out of them by a gang of LARPers.


Val shrugged. “I love an excuse to dress up.”


“Well, I wanted to spare everyone the sight of my sweats with a hole in the butt,” I said with a grin. “Plus, my mom would have made me wear, like, something made of satin. That matched.”


“Your mother is wasted on you.”


I shifted my backpack onto my shoulder, and we started walking down the hall. “That’s how she feels, too. She’s annoyed because I messed up our country club interview yesterday.”


Val walked alongside me in thermal leggings and a cozy cardigan. Their feet were tucked into tall, red rubber boots. For someone who exclusively consumed horror movies, Val always dressed for seasonal changes that happened in some fantasy rom-com they were starring in. “Oh, yeah, that. How did you even mess it up?”


“Well, first I got caught in the rain, and then Tate, our interviewer—”


“Tate?” Val made a face. “A name like that in this economy?”


“Right? So I’m sitting there, soaking wet with my Korean family in a place that, like, probably allowed its first Asian into the club ten whole years ago.” My stack-heeled ankle boots sunk into the wet grass, and I cursed, unused to weather yet again.


Val wrinkled their nose. “They probably wouldn’t let my family in today. Was there even a single Black person there that wasn’t staff?” Val’s mom was Black, and their dad was Vietnamese. They always joked that they would never age.


“Well, that’s the thing! I asked about when they let in their first POC member.”


“Amazing,” Val said with a laugh. “Bet Priscilla loved it.”


“I barely made it out of there with my life,” I said, grinning. “They all just ignored me and started talking about colleges. How am I related to a person who wants to join a country club in this century?”


The sun peeked through some dark clouds and Val lifted their face up to its weak rays. “Your mother is an enigma.” Val both loved and feared my mother. Mom had that effect on a lot of people.


“She was hung up about something else last night,” I said. “Aunt Grace came over and mentioned my grandma voice notes.”


“I love your HalmoNotes,” said Val.


I shifted my backpack on my shoulders. “Well, my mom didn’t feel the same way. She got all … weird about it.”


“Weird, how?”


A pair of hands nipped my waist. “Weird, how!” Teasing and high-pitched.


I whipped around to punch Curren in the arm. “Hey!”


He flashed a smile, the sun coming down from the heavens to gild the contours of his face—his strong nose, crisp jawline. His messy black hair was tucked behind his ears, and I had an unobstructed view of his sleepy, gray-blue eyes. When I say my boyfriend is beautiful, I don’t say that lightly. He looked like a dark angel in a goddamned painting.


“Rude,” Valerie wrinkled their nose. “Thanks for interrupting us, Petrosian.”


He threw his arm around me in that trash Edward Cullen way I loved. “You’re welcome, Caron-Le. What, like, amazing convo was I interrupting?” His voice went high again. I pinched him.


“Nothing. Just another Mom rant.” I pulled my sherpa-lined denim jacket tighter around me as a breeze whipped though the quad.


“Ignore her,” Curren said, wrapping both his arms around me now, shielding me from the cold. “She considers Real Housewives prestige TV.”


I shrugged. While I appreciated Curren taking my side, I never felt comfortable when he came in hot about my mom. He barely even knew her. I knew that was partially my fault—anything he ever heard about her was mostly complaining. But it also didn’t help that my mom never invited him over for dinner or bothered to say more than two words to him. A very clear separation of church and state.


“Not everyone can be an auteur like you, Curren,” Valerie said drily. They were one of very few people who gave Curren crap. He had a way of charming most people—like me. When we started dating last year, it almost felt like a tiny miracle. Me? We’d always run in similar circles and, like 99.9 percent of our student body, I thought he was hot. But at some point last year something shifted. His attention focused on me, and it was like a cloud had moved aside and I was soaking in the sun’s rays.


Curren’s arms stayed wrapped around me. “It’s actually a scientific phenomenon—that you were birthed from your mother. You’re the most chill human, I know. While she … I have never met a human being who should literally take a chill pill.”


I feel like that was supposed to be a compliment, but it just was hitting me wrong this morning. Also? You couldn’t literally take something that didn’t exist. But whatever.


The second bell rang, and Val fluttered their fingers in a wave as they parted ways from me and Curren. We headed to homeroom together, a unit welded with laced limbs. When people said hi, it was to both of us. While popularity wasn’t really a thing here, Curren’s almost universal appeal was the closest thing to it at our school.


While Mr. Finn was going though announcements for the day, Curren kicked at my feet. I reached over to press my index finger into the hollow at the base of his throat. I loved the access I had to all the weird parts to him. Felt like a secret, a privilege.


We kept poking at each other like real mature adults in love while Mr. Finn talked about all the sports happening this week, and the homecoming dance tickets going on sale.


“Okay, and now homecoming court nominations!”


A few loud boos shot through the class. People had been calling for a boycott of homecoming because of the incredibly gendered concept of homecoming court—especially the crowning of the king and queen. It was totally outdated and cringey and I couldn’t believe it’d taken this long to even have the discussion.


“Everyone, calm down,” Mr. Finn muttered as he pulled on his reading glasses. He peered closely at the sheet of paper in his hand. “Ah, let’s see. The homecoming king nominees are Marcus Tsai, Curren Petrosian, Joshua Ford, and Zephyr Daud.” Curren stood up and bowed while everyone clapped. I shot him a grin. Ham. It was proof of his charisma—despite the bad vibes about homecoming, people still liked him enough to nominate him.


Mr. Finn went on: “And the homecoming queen nominees are Isabelle Kim-Watson, Opal Turnham, Zella Sussman, and Samantha Kang.”


Everyone looked over at me and clapped, some cheering. I smiled back at them, cheeks slightly flushed. I guess Curren’s charisma spilled over to me.


He gave me a fist bump. “Power couple!” He said it playfully, but there was some truth to it. People loved us as a “couple”—and while I found the whole thing kind of embarrassing—the social validation felt nice, especially after dealing with yesterday’s country club measure of mediocrity. It was the one thing I could always count on.


The bell rang to end homeroom and my phone buzzed with a text from Val: Congrats princess. Your mom is gonna love it.


Oh, god. She would.


I was grabbing my backpack when Mr. Finn called out my name. “I just need a second, Sam.”


Curren leaned over and pecked me on the cheek. “See you at break, boo.”


“What’s up, Mr. Finn?” I asked, glancing down at my phone, which was buzzing with congratulatory texts from friends.


“You haven’t turned in your senior project proposal.” Ah, for English. Mr. Finn also happened to be my English teacher.


I frowned. “When was it due, again?”


He frowned back. “Last week.”


Oh, oops. “Eep, sorry. I’ll get it to you soon, I promise.”


I flashed him a winning smile and spun on my heel to bail when Mr. Finn stopped me, again. “Not so fast.”


“Yes?” I tried to keep the impatience out of my voice.


“Do you know what your proposal’s going to be?”


I paused. “Well, I did think of something …,” my voice trailed off, wondering if my riff on those old people interviews in When Harry Met Sally was a complete enough idea to present to Mr. Finn. I thought it’d be fun to do it with friend groups as a sort of commentary on the relevance of marriage in the modern world.


“Well?” He looked at me expectantly.


Another deep dive into bananas—my mom’s voice crept into my head.


“Um …” I stared at the wall behind Mr. Finn, my idea feeling stupid and small suddenly. “I still have to work out the details, actually.”


“Okay. What’s the format?” Mr. Finn crossed his arms.


Argh. “That’s the surprise.” Unable to help it, I winked at him. Like a sassy broad from the 1940s.


He was unamused. “The format is the surprise? What could it possibly be?”


The warning bell rang. “I have to run but I promise to get it to you!”


“By Friday, Sam!”


I was already out the door when I called out, “Sure thing, Finn!” I ran before I could get in trouble.
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That evening, I drove over to Koreatown to have dinner with my grandma. It was a bit of a trek from the foothills to her senior assisted living community, but I was always happy to make the drive.


The front door to her apartment was ajar when I arrived. When I came over, Halmoni always kept it open in anticipation. The scent of food wafted over me and I was immediately hungry. Unzipping my boots as I hollered, “Halmoni! I’m here!”


“Okay! I’m just using bathroom!” Her voice sounded far away but she had clearly left the bathroom door open, too. Korean grandmas have no boundaries.


Just then, someone walked into the apartment behind me. An older Korean woman, her back stooped and her expression confused.


“Mrs. Jo?” I asked gently. This was the “Other Mrs. Jo” that lived down the hall. She had dementia, and often wandered into other people’s apartments by accident. Halmoni tried to keep an eye on her, helping her with groceries and other errands.


Mrs. Jo looked at me blankly. “Why are you in my house?” she asked in Korean.


Familiar with the routine, I helped her back to her apartment, making sure she was settled before I called the front desk and let them know that Mrs. Jo might be having an episode. I left once a caretaker popped in, and I hoped she would be okay for the rest of night.


Back at Halmoni’s, I walked through the small, cozy apartment—cluttered with photos of her children and grandchildren, piled high with Korean newspapers, filled with houseplants in varied stages of health and recuperation. A photo of my mom and me caught my eye. I was ten years old, and it was Easter. We were sitting in a rose garden at the Huntington Library, in matching floral dresses, surrounded by fat, pink-hued blooms. The sun was shining, the sky a soft blue. Mom was beaming, her eyes bright and her arms wrapped tightly around me. So easy in her physical affection with me. When I was little, we did things like that—wear matching clothes.


I walked over to see that the dining table was already set with bowls of rice, side dishes—banchan, and a small pot of a spicy beef soup that was one of my favorites.


Halmoni came in as I placed a couple of glasses down on the table. “Oh!” she exclaimed, as if surprised to see me. Her usual greeting.


I hugged her. “Hi, Halmoni.”


“Sammy! Are you taller again?” she asked as she patted my head. My grandmother was actually pretty tall—almost as tall as me, and I was five eight. Her still fairly dark hair was pulled back into a French twist, her face clean and freshly scrubbed. My mom was always hassling her to put on some makeup. “You’re not old enough to give up yet!” But my grandmother always pushed away the suggestion. “Why lie about truth?” was her usual response. After almost fifty years in the US, her English was still broken, but she was pretty damned good at joking in it, regardless.


She sat her slight frame into a chair and motioned for me to sit across from her. “Drive was okay? Not too much rain like yesterday?”


“Yeah, it was fine,” I said as I sat down. “I think the worst has passed.”


“I like your note yesterday,” she said as she started placing the banchan onto my plate, like I was a toddler. I didn’t mind. “Halmoni used to hate rain, but living here now I think it is magic, too.”


“I’m glad you liked it,” I said, pleased by Halmoni’s praise. I pulled my right leg up onto the chair, resting my arm on it—like a total ajumma. “This looks so delicious. I’m starved. Mom’s making us do keto.”


“Mo?” Halmoni wrinkled her nose. “What is keto?”


“Just … a lot of meat and no rice and stuff,” I said as I drizzled some soup into my bowl of rice, letting the liquid seep in.


“If she ever cook Korean food, she wouldn’t need to diet all the time.” Halmoni expertly dissected a piece of marinated brisket with her chopsticks, pulling it apart carefully then laying the strips on my bowl.


We hardly ever had Korean food at home even though Dad was also Korean American. It was a travesty, but my mom said that she didn’t buy a Sub-Zero fridge so that it would smell like kimchi and dried anchovies year-round. Her priorities were amazing.


We ate under a framed photo of my grandfather—the formal portrait kind that was usually propped up at funerals. In fact, I was pretty sure this was from my grandfather’s funeral. He had died before I was born, when my mom was in junior high.


Halmoni caught me looking at it. “Don’t ever make me take one of those photographs, okay, Sammy?


“Um, okay,” I said with a nervous laugh. “This is a nonissue because you shall live forever.”


She laughed but it didn’t quite reach her eyes. “Yes, when you are young, the idea of death is so far away. Well, unless you are my children.”


My chest pinched at that. I gave it a beat before I gently asked, “What was Halabuji’s favorite food?”


A genuine smile lit up Halmoni’s face. “Oh, he didn’t have a favorite. He just eat everything. So much happiness at just eating.”


I shoved a huge spoonful of rice into my mouth and nodded. “I get him.”


“Chew before speak, Sammy,” Halmoni said, but the scold was weak. “But yes, he loved every food. We saved a lot of money on groceries after he died.” It was a dark joke, but Halmoni and I both appreciated dark jokes. We laughed like little gremlins as we continued to eat, but I felt a familiar gloom settle over me. It was the gloom that came with thinking about those first few years after Halabuji’s death—what it had been like for Halmoni, suddenly a single mom raising two girls in a foreign country.


Halmoni interrupted my thoughts. “What fun things are you going to do this week, Sammy?”


I munched on some cold radish kimchi, the daikon crisp and tangy. “Fun? Hmm. Well, this is homecoming month at school. Which means, you know—”


“Oh yeah. Halmoni remembers. Your mom, she was really obsessed with that in high school,” she said. “Homecoming this, homecoming that.”


I rolled my eyes. We lived in the same suburb where my mom grew up, that’s how much my mom loved high school. Mom had gone to North Foothill High, just like a billion years ago. “I don’t even want to go. But you know Mom, she’ll be pissed if I don’t do all the typical high school nonsense.”


“She won’t really be mad.”


“Yes, she will,” I said. “You know how she can be.”


My grandmother was quiet as she pushed a couple dishes closer to me. Her face took on a thoughtful expression. “You know, high school was emotional time for her. Halmoni didn’t really know until much later. Homecoming was …” Her voice trailed off for a second before she smiled and shrugged. “Well, like most people, your mom has a reason for a lot of things.”


I frowned. “Yeah, dictators often have their reasons.”


Halmoni laughed, a sharp cackle that I shared with her. “Your mom is complicated person sometimes. She thinks she is helping your life. You know, you are similar in some ways,” my grandma said while carefully wrapping her rice in a pickled perilla leaf.


“No way.”


“Yes-euh way. You both do things … segeh. Strong.” She pointed her metal chopsticks at me. “With very hard point of view.”


“I am a very easy-going person,” I said, my shoulders hunched in defense.


Halmoni laughed. “You are being segeh right now.”


My shoulders dropped. “Maybe, I can be a little like that. Mom, on the other hand—she just thinks her word is law.”


Another chuckle. “Yeah, she does.”


“Exactly. I’m not like that.”


She reached over then and patted my hand. I relaxed immediately. My grandmother was never stingy or self-conscious with affection, always doling out her love generously. She wore her emotions on her sleeve, like me. “You are not like that. But you both make a thought, or what is the word—decision? And then believe that is the best way. And when you both care about something, you care very much.”


I patted Halmoni’s hand back, the skin soft and thin over her strong bones. In my entire life I’d never seen her with nail polish on, but she always took care with her hands. They served her well, first as a seamstress in the garment district, then as the owner of a dry cleaner, and then as a grandmother knitting tiny, scratchy sweaters for my Barbies.


I thought back to the country club interview. “You’re probably the only person in this family who thinks I care about anything.”


“Maybe because you only show to me.” Halmoni frowned. “In your notes to Halmoni, you always talk about so many things that are interesting! Very curious mind.”


My face flushed with happiness. “You only find them interesting because you don’t know how to stream podcasts yet.”


“Halmoni knows podcast! I just don’t care about anyone else’s talking stuff. Yours is good. You know I’m right.” She placed a piece of fish on my rice when I didn’t answer. “Halmoni is also always right.”


I laughed. “It’s so weird how we’re all always right in this family.” She laughed, too, and our cackling filled the small apartment.


• • •


K-dramas played soothingly in the background as I did the dishes at Halmoni’s sink.


When there was a knock on the door, I looked at Halmoni questioningly. She shrugged, not missing a beat of her drama. Before I could wipe my hands to answer, I heard a familiar voice.


“Hello?” Mom’s head popped through the entry. Her eyes met mine. “Samantha? I didn’t know you were here tonight.”


“I texted Dad earlier,” I said. Whenever I did Halmoni stuff, I found it easier to relay it to Dad.


She stepped inside, taking off her expensive clogs in a fluid motion that was born into every Asian person. She was carrying two bulging canvas bags. “I brought you some groceries, Umma.”


Halmoni stood up comically fast, pausing the TV before walking over to Mom. “Oh! Good, good. What did you buy?” Speaking Korean, she took the bags like a greedy child and peered into them.


“Just some basics, in case you were running out. Rice, produce, tea,” Mom responded in English. She stayed in the entryway—awkward and wary.


Mom always had presence in any room she entered, exuding poise and confidence. But at Halmoni’s, she shrunk into herself a little bit. Like a grumpy teenager. There was always tension between my mother and Halmoni, and no matter how much Halmoni tried to ease it, it never went away. It’d been that way my entire life and one of those topics that, whenever I tried to broach with my mom, was always shut down. The topic seemed to pain Halmoni, so I never brought it up with her, either. But it was always easy between me and Halmoni.


Halmoni glanced up from the pear she was inspecting. “Why are you standing there?”


“I don’t want to interrupt,” Mom said. Testy.


This back and forth in Korean and English was the usual. Mom could speak Korean—she just never did. I would have killed to be fluent, but I only had Halmoni to practice with and I just never fully entered that sweet bilingual realm.


“What interruption?” Halmoni exclaimed. “Just come in, this is your family’s home. Don’t be so formal!”


Mom rolled her eyes and walked into the living room. She settled herself on a dining chair, her posture ramrod straight. Halmoni shuffled into the kitchen to put the food away.


I called out from the kitchen, “Do you want some water or anything?”


“No, I’m fine,” Mom said. After a pause she said, “Oh, I have your dry cleaning in the car.”


“What dry cleaning?” I asked as I shut off the faucet.


“I got your dress cleaned. You know, the wet rag you wore to the country club interview? I still can’t believe you almost ruined it.”


I plopped down onto the sofa and Halmoni joined me. “It was some random thing I found in a thrift store. Not one of your, like, couture garments.”


She frowned. “It doesn’t matter. They’re your clothes. You need to take better care of them.”


It wasn’t that I didn’t know that, but my mom literally acted like the world would end if you stained a sweater or shrunk a shirt.


“They’re just things,” I said. Halmoni patted my leg, a little signal from her. Calm down, Sammy.


Mom tapped her fingers on the dining room table. “Yes, well, unfortunately the world and life are made up of things. That cost money to buy.”


Halmoni’s voice was cheerful when she changed the subject. “Oh, what about the homecoming things? Is that this week, Sammy?”


Noooo.


An alertness came over Mom. “Oh, right, it’s this week!”


“Yup,” I said, picking at the nubby material of the sofa.


“Are you going to the dance this year?” she asked, her voice edged with hope. I hadn’t gone the previous three years, much to Mom’s disappointment.


Oh, god. I’d have to bring it up sooner or later.


“Actually,” I glanced up at Mom, bracing myself, “I’ll probably go this year.”


“What?!” Her eyes lit up as if I had just told her Prince Harry had dumped Meghan Markle for me.


“Don’t get so excited,” I grumbled. “It’s because I got on the court this year.”


“What?!” Her voice took on a high-pitched screech that I had legit never in my life heard before. “Samantha, that is so great! Why didn’t you tell me?”


Halmoni beamed between the both of us and patted my cheek. “Congratulations, Sammy!”


I tried not to smile, but Halmoni’s pleasure and Mom’s huge grin was kind of infectious and I felt my lips hitch up without my permission. “I just found out today. Chill.”


“Oh, we have so much to do. Dress shopping, figuring out your hair since it’s so short now. And, oh! Your campaign!”


I stilled. “My what?”


“Your campaign! For homecoming queen!” Mom’s hands were actually clasped to her chest.


Dread pooled in my stomach. “Uh, I don’t think I’m gonna do that.”


“What do you mean? If you’re a princess, you’re in the running for queen.”


Jesus. This had literally not occurred to me. “Mom, it’s not a big deal. I just don’t care that much.”


The hands dropped from her chest and a look I was more familiar with came over her features: disappointment. “Well, what is it that you actually care about?”


I exchanged a glance with Halmoni, whose hands were tightly gripped together in her lap. Tense.


What did I care about? The answer was there, on the tip of my tongue, but with my mom, the words never came out as easily as they did for my grandma. Or Aunt Grace. Or Val. So instead, I just said, “Well, not this.”


Halmoni cleared her throat. “Either way, exciting to be nominated right?”


Something about those words agitated Mom. She let out a scoff and looked away.


I took a breath and tried to ease the tension. “Mom, I don’t know why you’re so obsessed with homecoming queen anyway. You’d think it’d get me a scholarship to Harvard or something.”


She grimaced. “In what universe would you even get into Harvard?”


“Mom!”


“Listen, I would have died to win homecoming queen. It meant something back then. I worked so hard for every bit of fun I had in high school. But even though I was one of the most popular girls in school, it never happened for me. And the one year I was actually nominated …”


I stared, waiting for her to finish. “What? What happened?”


Mom and Halmoni shared a look—a look heavy with so much baggage that I was surprised neither of them toppled over. Then, Mom stood up abruptly. “I have some laundry to finish at home. See you there, Samantha. Umma, don’t forget to clean your rice cooker when you cook with this new rice. It’s organic.”


Halmoni took the bossiness in stride. “Okay. But you’re going already?” There was desperation on the surface of her words.


Mom slipped back into her shoes. “Yes. Talk to you later.”


Halmoni nudged me. “Sammy, you should go, too. It’s getting late.”


What? It was like eight. But something in Halmoni’s eyes got me up off the sofa. “Okay. See you soon, Halmoni. Thank you for dinner.”
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